Perhaps Elster is particularly sensitive to this effect because his own intellectual life has been defined by spillovers-the carry over of patterns of explanation from one disciplinary sphere to another. Unlike the coalescing behaviors that Tocqueville observes to occur almost spontaneously among people occupying multiple spheres, however, the illuminating spillovers in Elster's work originate in his own imaginative intellect and deliberate border-crossing. Elster's ease in traversing the fields of economics, political science, philosophy, psychology, and history is perhaps unrivalled in contemporary social science, and his achievement has been to transport foundational explanatory theories into new territories. Thus there are always two audiences for Elster's work: those interested in the philosophy of social science and in the heuristic payoff of following him across borders, and those on home ground who are invited to see their subject in new ways. Both have cause to welcome his latest book, Alexis de Tocqueville: the First Social Scientist.
The most important disciplinary spillover for which Elster has been responsible is the export of assumptions developed by economists and decision theorists into other social sciences. In the process of explicating the central assumptions of rational choice theory, he has worked and reworked a few core principles-methodological individualism; the proper nature of social science explanations (in particular the importance of mechanisms over laws, of plural causation, and of the differences between causal, functional, and intentional explanations); and the need to go beyond preferences as given.
1 Elster is fascinated by Tocqueville because he finds in him a kindred spirit whose affinities on these core principles underlie the claim that Tocqueville was in fact the "first social scientist." One of the contributions of the book, then, is to use a wideranging discussion of Tocqueville's major works to promote the virtues of a particular view of the scope and reach of social science. Finally, the mechanisms that Elster locates in Tocqueville's work cluster in areas in which rational choice theory has been weak, namely in considering how preferences are formed and transformed in institutional settings and in explaining how imperfections in rationality (such as emotion, habit, impulsiveness, and the propensity to lie to ourselves) influence the way we choose the alternatives open to us. Twenty years ago
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Elinor Ostrom wrote that "history, institutions, and cultural traditions will play a more significant role in the evolution of rational choice theories in the future than they have in the past," 3 suggesting that all good social scientists must be able to negotiate the difficult grey area between empirical work-of many kinds-and formal theories of rationality. It is this terrain for which Elster successfully appropriates Tocqueville as guide, using him as a source of illuminating examples that point out beckoning avenues of future research.
His intention, despite the title, is not to make Tocqueville a precursor of rational choice theory, but to make him a pioneer of the kind of fine-grained analysis that so many rational choice theorists eschew. I confess to doubting whether much rests on the red herring that Tocqueville was the "first social scientist." Such a claim is likely to lead to inconclusive debates about claims to priority and about whether Tocqueville, like
Monsieur Jourdain, was speaking in prose without knowing it. Elster, who has written so well about the fallacies of imputing intention, admits that he can't prove his hunch that Tocqueville deliberately deployed his mechanisms and then hid the evidence out of aristocratic disdain for revealing the sweat behind his labors. I suspect that other longtime readers will have different hunches about Tocqueville's intentions.
Let me turn now to those other long-time readers, the second audience for Alexis Because Elster always takes his interlocutors seriously, cutting into their arguments with painstaking precision, his ambition to take on the corpus of Tocqueville's major works is a kind of homage. He notes that coming to Democracy in America after being immersed for more than a decade in studying the social sciences was so thrilling and unsettling an experience that he literally had to pace. What excites Elster are "the moving parts of the argument" (138) rather than Tocqueville's larger normative and political goals. But it is in part the brilliance and opacity of these moving parts that has stimulated thought in generations of readers. A mysterious alchemy of political psychology and the comparative method, Tocqueville's mode of argumentation generates in the reader a sense that one now "understands" a complex social system or event. In the best sections of Elster's book, the synergy of two minds colliding and colluding reveals the properties of that distinctive fusion. Elster's dissection of the spillover, compensation, and satiation (or crowding out) effects and of the notion of reciprocal causation make it impossible to read Democracy in America in quite same way. One does not have to agree with Elster to read him with profit. For example, although one might disagree with some of his discussion of egoism and individualism, his analytical clarification that egoism has two possible antonyms-altruism and foresight-is a the kind of small analytical tour de force that seems obvious only after someone has done the hard thinking of sorting things out. Elster's book is filled with such pearls.
Elster's decision to forego all interaction with the secondary literature is also-in my view-defensible. There are others who have focused on the analytical ligaments of Tocqueville's narratives and many who have written about Tocqueville with deep insight and sympathy. We might be the richer for listening to Elster converse with some of these voices, but he is surely correct that to have done so would have been a major distraction.
Elster's method of engaging with other scholars is to zero in on fine distinctions, to shake their statements until all the meanings that he can possibly imagine have been dislodged, and then critically to assess the fallout. It is enough to ask us to follow him in this sort of head to head combat with Tocqueville without taxing us with ancillary battles.
For Tocqueville scholars, then, the contribution of Elster's book does not lie in the persuasiveness of one or another claim, but rather in the clarity and provocation of his textual analysis: fine-grained enough and nuanced enough to force them to reexamine what they thought they knew. Questions and quarrels, of course, will remain. Here are a few that are likely to surface.
Elster is so unrelenting in his chronicle of Tocqueville's contradictions that the that there may be a tendency to satisfy short-term self-interest that can under other conditions be counteracted. When Tocqueville says democratic citizens myopically seek 4 It goes roughly like this: (1) the first impulse in democratic times is to look only to one's own reason; (2) because reason provides no real certainty, anxiety or restlessness ensues; (3) this mental discomfort leads to a search for definitive authority to alleviate the anxiety; (4) given that traditional authorities (aristocratic, monarchical, religious) have decayed in democratic societies, only the opinions of one's semblables remain; (5) thus the disposition to believe in the mass increases.
their short-term interests, he is isolating one explanatory "mechanism." When he says
Americans delay gratification, he is referring to an equilibrium reflecting the converging effects of several "mechanisms" that have transformed this preference. And why is there a contradiction (25-26) between asserting that Americans love to point out how their selfinterest coincides with the public interest (reflecting the equilibrium state in which selfinterest is properly understood) and asserting that they seek to hide egoistic motives (a mechanism that contributes to that equilibrium state by suppressing interests improperly understood)?
I suspect that Elster's carping on Tocqueville's contradictions has its source in disappointment that Tocqueville does not draw the same conclusion as he does from one of their shared assumptions, namely that human reasoning powers are less than robust.
Elster quite admirably concludes that precisely because of our mental fallibility we ought to strive for the greatest clarity and self-consciousness about how we think and to communicate this hard-won knowledge as lucidly and honestly as possible to readers.
Tocqueville had a different relationship to his audience, based on his hope to modify their preferences and persuade them to act, a goal for which he was willing to sacrifice transparency. Indeed he argues that it may be expected to persist in America, and suggests it might even be endogenous to democracy itself.
Despite his penchant for ignoring or dismissing matters outside the circle of his current intense preoccupations (or perhaps because of it -"he might have probed less deeply had he been more concerned with charity"), Elster has written a path-breaking book. It not only serves the interest of the appropriator by mapping some of the frontiers of social science, but transforms the appropriated landscape. Tocqueville's texts have been dragooned into the service of many ideological and political and academic points of view not entirely his own, but rarely with such penetrating insight and verve.
